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How many times in our families have we heard someone say to us, “You’re not listening. Please listen to me.” There are times when we are only half-listening, using perhaps only one ear. But as someone said, God gave us two ears and one mouth for a reason. We are to listen twice as much as we speak.
 
But listening is difficult. We’re often preoccupied with our own thoughts or thinking about what we plan to say next. We are often distracted---by our inner rumblings or by the TV, the computer, the cell phone, the weather, or our latest project. How then can I ever get outside my own self-concerns to listen to someone else? Listening is one of the most important qualities we can ever develop. We cannot learn if we do not listen. If we don’t listen, we will forever be stuck in our rut, our routine, our dull existence.
 
But there are some people who are far from dull. This week I read in the newspaper of the death of Pou Bailey, who was a colorful judge in the Wake County Superior Court. There were many stories of Judge Bailey; but the one that caught my eye was the story of the day Judge Bailey sentenced a 78 year-old man to 40 years in prison. The man listened to the Judge say that his sentence was 40 years, and then he said, “Judge, I’m 78 years old, and I don’t think I will live long enough to serve 40 years.” Judge Pou Bailey said, “Do the best you can. Next case.”
 
It’s not easy to listen, and it’s not easy to hear what we’ve just been told. A minister may say, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” It may take you weeks or months for the reality of those words to sink in. When the baby is born, you hear the doctor say, “It’s a girl. It’s a boy.” Those words ring in your ears, but the words take weeks to sink in.
 
A doctor may say, “You’ve got cancer.” We listen, but we have trouble hearing it. You get a phone call one day that tells you that your mother or father just died. You hear the words, but the reality doesn’t sink in for days, maybe weeks. When the words were spoken, you felt shock, numbness—the body’s way of cushioning us against the reality that the words represent.
 
The texts for today are all about listening, but specifically about listening for a word from God. Perhaps the greatest insight of the Bible is that God speaks. Our job is to listen and respond. In the moving text today from the book of Nehemiah, Ezra the scribe reads from the law of Moses, words God spoke to Moses. Ezra is reading from the Bible, the book that records what God speaks. When Ezra reads, the people listen with a devoted reverence. They even stand while the word is being read, standing to signify even more reverence and attentiveness to the word. The people listen to the words of the law being read. And did you notice how they responded? “All the people wept when they heard the words.” 
 
This reminds me of the day of Pentecost when Peter preached, and the people were “cut to the heart.” (Acts 2) They were changed. They listened with the heart. They were transformed. The same thing happened to the people who heard Ezra read the word.
 
In our Gospel text today Jesus is standing in the Temple to read from the prophet Isaiah. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free.”
 
The people listened. Their eyes were fixed on Jesus. It was a moment of wonder and awe. And in the hush of the moment, Jesus said, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”
 
What happened here to Jesus? And what happened to the people? Jesus reads the words, and he hears them not as some distant words about some mythical Messiah. He reads these words as addressed directly to him. Later on when John wrote his Gospel, he said Jesus himself is the Word of God. Jesus then took Isaiah’s words into his very being, until he became the words. He became the Word of God. Jesus is God’s Word. God speaks—through Jesus.
 
But it all started with Jesus’ listening. Throughout the Bible we are urged to listen. The prophets felt called by God; that is they listened, until they received a personal word addressed to them. The Psalmist says it clearly: “O that today you would listen to God’s voice! Harden not your hearts…” (Psalm 95:8) Can we learn to listen with our heart?
 
There is a book now highly popular in churches across the country. It’s called The Purpose-Driven Life by Rick Warren. The thesis of the book is that your life is not about you; it’s about God. How do we find what God wants us to be and do? What is God’s will for our life? We find that purpose by connecting and listening to God.
 
Listening is a spiritual practice. Some of us may hear a voice from heaven, as Jesus did at his baptism. But most of us probably hear from God through the written word or the spoken word. The Bible is the record of God speaking in clear, compelling words. We refer to the Bible as the “Living Word.” It is not a static, frozen document from 2000 years ago. It’s a living word spoken to us today. 
 
I’m always impressed at Easter when we say, “Christ the Lord has risen” – a past event. But we also say “The Lord IS RISEN. The Lord is risen indeed.” We also sing, “Christ the Lord IS RISEN TODAY.” It’s an event that happened long ago, and it still happens today. The words represent the reality of resurrection--now.
 
So the words of the Bible speak a direct word to each of us now. In recent years some of us have begun discovering the tradition of “lectio divina.” It means literally “divine reading.” It refers to a method of listening to scripture intently until we hear a specific word that speaks directly to us. We read the passage slowly, deliberately, then read it again silently, until a word or a phrase attracts us, draws us—like a magnet beneath the words.
 
The assumption here is that God still speaks, that the words of scripture become God’s word for us—if we listen.
 
Is there a word from the Lord for us today? Is there a word today that nudges us, draws us, calls us?
 
If the Spirit of the Lord anointed Jesus, surely the Spirit continues to anoint us. If this anointing comes directly to each of us, then how are we being called to preach good news to the poor? We all then have to struggle with the question: How in my life am I bringing good news to the poor? Or, am I spending time only with the rich? Am I involved in any way with someone who is poor? 
Am I giving money and time to care for the poor?
 
Am I seeking to lift up those who are oppressed? Am I finding ways to build the Beloved Community? This was Martin Luther King, Jr.’s synonym for the Kingdom of God—where every person has dignity, worth, equality, work and the basic necessities.
 
Before we can respond to God, we have to listen! Perhaps the main reason we come to church is to develop a listening heart, an open heart---where we have removed the static, the obstacles, that prevent us from hearing what God is saying.
 
When we do not listen, we do not learn. In order to listen, I need to learn to be silent, to be at ease in silence, and to see that silence is often the place where God speaks. “The still, small voice.”
 
If we cannot be silent, then we cannot listen. If we cannot listen, we live in absurdity. I read this week that the word “absurd” in Latin means, literally, “absolutely deaf.” On the other hand, the word “obedience” means “thoroughly listening.”
 
If we do not listen, we risk living absurd lives, absurd meaning “deaf,” unable to hear the word of God. But if we listen with open hearts, we move toward obedience---listening to the life-giving, living word.
 
Let us all pray to God that we will listen. 
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